The neurohormonal thymic microenvironment: immunocytochemical evidence that thymic nurse cells are neuroendocrine cells.
Thymic neuroendocrine cells were identified by immunofluorescence in the murine thymus through the use of monoclonal antibody A2B5, and specific polyclonal antisera against neurophysin (NP), oxytocin (OT) and arginine vasopressin (AVP). Two reactive regions were clearly identified: the subcapsular cortex and the medulla. A close correspondence was observed between A2B5-reactive and NP-immunoreactive cells in the medulla. An important epithelial population of the subcapsular cortex, the thymic nurse cells (TNCs), were found to be A2B5-positive and to contain immunoreactive NP, OT and AVP. The neuroendocrine nature of TNCs was further substantiated by their high reactivity with an antiserum against neuron-specific enolase. These observations demonstrate the presence in the thymus gland of an original neuroendocrine microenvironment which could be of functional importance in the mediation of central influences upon T lymphocyte differentiation.